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10/27/20, 00:18 - Madan Mohan Das Gbc Deputy Whatsapp: Please accept my humble obeisances. All glories to Srila Prabhupada.

This is to comply with our moderator @919381063234 Sumithra Krishna Prabhu’s request to address your feedback to my comments about Suniti. 

First, I would like to thank @919157810988 Vamsidhari Prabhu both for the contents and for the style of his message. I wish we able to conduct the discussion in a similarly calm and respectful manner,  visibly aimed at arriving at siddhanta rather than defeating an opponent. That’s why I initially proposed assuming good faith and sincerity on the part of each participant to facilitate this discussion, and am sorry my suggestion was not accepted. This makes Vamsidhari Prabhu’s mood all the more welcome and encouraging. Thank you. 

Second, I must admit that the chat format of this discussion is getting too overwhelming and unmanageable for me.  I have just got over a three-week bout of COVID-19 and am still recovering, have had to travel by air, train and car through five cities in the last six days, have just caught a flu and have several important and time-consuming assignments. For instance, from October 29 for two weeks I will have to attend a two-week GBC online seminar that would take my entire time, and will be able to participate at all.  

I realize that you too are  all very busy with your respective services. What I expected to be an orderly and respectful exchange of views to which I could contribute in my small way has become a roller-coaster with me having to urgently spend hours on research and writing to answer yet another random message. Not that I think the topics are not important — and I am not shying away from advocating my comments — but I am simply not equipped with enough time and agility to respond to all the messages thoroughly and timely.

Third, I definitely prefer to spend sufficient time on the topic of Srila Prabhupada’s instructions as a sastric pramana in and by themselves  — and, hopefully, finish at least its initial draft, that would be around 40 pages, before October 29. I consider it important because I believe that Srila Prabhupada gave us everything and that we do not need to go beyond his instructions in books, lectures and letters to resolve all important issues of philosophy and practice of Krsna consciousness. This is what I would like to elaborate upon in the paper that I have unexpectedly ended up writing, thanks to the prodding of Sridhara-srinivasa Prabhu, for which I am grateful. 

This is also why I asked @917373089272 Sridhara-srinivasa Prabhu if he would accept that Srila Prabhupada’s instructions were sufficient by themselves for the topic at hand, GBC resolution on VDGs. 

As you remember, Sridhara-srinivasa Prabhu initially asked for a sastric pramana for the VDG resolution, and I asked in response if he would accept Srila Prabhupada’s instructions as such. The reason for my question was that, even though there are pramanas for women acting as initiators both in our sastra and in our tradition, I didn’t want to dismiss Srila Prabhupada’s instructions on the topic as if they were either irrelevant, or insufficiently authoritative, or internally inconsistent/conflicted, or insupportable by sastra, or several of the above. I simply did not want to create this unfortunate and dangerous precedent of routinely fact-checking Srila Prabhupada’s instructions against the sastra. This is what I hope to elaborate upon.

I am saying “unfortunate and dangerous” because there have already been too many instances in our sampradaya of scholarly devotees challenging the validity of contemporary or predecessor acaryas based on their own knowledge of the sastra — Vallabha-bhatta, Rupa Kaviraja, Ananta Vasudeva and Sundarananda Vidyavinoda, and, during Srila Prabhupada’s times, his own disciples rejecting their respective acaryas on the basis of the acaryas’s alleged inconsistencies with the sastra. 

The two disciples of Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati, for instance, are particularly stark examples, as they were, arguably, his most trusted and most scholarly disciples by far. Yet, as Bhakti Vilasa Swami writes in his Sri Bhaktisiddhanta Vaibhava: 10/27/20, 00:18 - Madan Mohan Das Gbc Deputy Whatsapp:  On Ananta Vasudeva: “It was widely reported that he also rejected some teachings and practices imparted by his guru—for instance, stating that Śrīla Sarasvatī Ṭhākura's introducing of sannyāsa was not according to śāstra, and disagreeing with his conception of paramparā. From certain of Ananta Vāsudeva's statements it became clear that he considered Śrīla Sarasvatī Ṭhākura not a nitya-siddha. Thus Ananta Vāsudeva was rejected by most of his godbrothers and many of his disciples”.

On Sundarananda Vidyavinoda: “In the era after Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī's departure, most of his followers rejected Sundarānanda [Vidyavinoda] as heretical for subscribing to Ananta Vāsudeva's rejecting Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī's teachings”.

Śrīla Prabhupāda writes:  

"When my guru-mahārāja Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Gosvāmī Prabhupāda introduced this system [pañcārātrika-dīkṣā] it was protested even by his inner circle of godbrothers or friends. Of course he had actually no godbrothers, but there were many disciples of Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura who protested against this action of my guru-mahārāja. However, he did not care for it." (Letter, 14 November 1970)

I hope this explains my reluctance in presenting sastric evidence for the VDG resolution outside the scope of Srila Prabhupada’s instructions — even though there are a few — lest we should create an unfortunate precedent that may spill into a trend and in a culture of “Yes, Prabhupada said this or that, but actually…” If anything can spell the doom of ISKCON, it’s this type of offensive reasoning.

 With this preface, I can now try to address and, hopefully, assuage some of your responses to the statement I made about Suniti.

First, it is important to remember the context of this statement — and that’s why I requested you to go through the section of my paper, titled The Suniti pramana: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LxiVjTxCVLX8qSQybXoBjxPo_DEcqgOJVHxwsjZu_wU/edit#heading=h.fhreyxgfsp5b     

In this section I discuss the issue of underdetermination of Srila Prabhupada’s purport on SB 4.12.32. I try to show that the statement in question — that “Suniti however, being a woman, and specifically his mother, could not become Dhruva Mahārāja's dīkṣā-guru” is consistent with several possible explanations, and not just with an assumption that women can and should never initiate:  

Here is the list of possible options:

1. no woman should ever give initiation to any man or woman;  

2. a woman should only give initiation to another woman, but not to man;  

3. under the vaidika system, a woman could not take initiation and therefore could not give it;  

4. Sunīti was initiated under Pāñcarātriki systems but was either not allowed to initiate others by the particular Pāñcarātriki rules for her manvantara, or could, but not her son; 

5. Sunīti as Dhruva’s mother and a neglected co-wife of the King was afflicted by grief out of affection for her son, as well as by jealousy and vengefulness towards Suruci and Uttānapāda, and therefore she could not muster enough composure and clarity (required of a guru) to pacify and enlighten even herself, much less her son; 

6. her motherly attachment to Dhruva and/or her insufficient spiritual level by itself disqualified her from being anything more that patha-pradarśaka-guru for him, which is the least involved and responsible type of śikṣā-guru, and one that rarely develops into a permanent and substantial śikṣā-relationship, which is a mandatory precursor for dīkṣā;  etc.

Please note that all these are different plausible explanations for her inability to initiate Dhruva that can be supported by sastra.

Here is the  reasoning for the statement in question that cased your pushback. Please forgive me for skipping some quotes of the narrative to keep this part of my message compact.

4.8.8: Suniti was neglected by her husband.

4.8.15-16: She became aggrieved when Dhruva was similarly discriminated against by her co-wife Suruci (who, as explained by Visvanatha Cakravarti Thakura, wished both Dhruva’s and Suniti’s death) and not protected by Uttanapada. 

4.8.17-19: After Dhruva vented his anger, Suniti tried to console him and dissuade him from revenge.  She asked Dhruva to respect Suruci as his own mother, be happy, not wish her ill and go to the forest as advised and, in particular, as also explained by Visvanatha Cakravarti Thakura in SB 4.8.19, she blamed the unfortunate incident on her own karma.

4.8.20: However, when, according to Visvanatha Cakravarti, Dhruva calls Suruci sinful (papiyasyah), being apprehensive to take birth in her womb as a result of his worship, Suniti, having just counseled him on forgiveness, respect to Suruci and the need of cheerful attitude, instead of countering his remark, plays along with his anger by calling Suruci vile. Moreover, unprompted, she also called Uttanapada henpecked, vile and foolish.

One of you suggested that she was telling Dhruva the truth. 

However, is this veracity allowed for or expected of an ideal Vedic wife — calling her husband behind his back foolish, vile and henpecked — in a conversation with their son who is visibly out to get back at them? Does calling them such ill names help Dhruva follow what she has just advised him to do — forgive, forget, respect and be happy — or it rather stokes his anger?

Not only that, but SB states that:

SB 6.18.34 (Kasyapa to Diti): *A husband is the supreme demigod for a woman*. The Supreme Personality of Godhead, Lord Vasudeva, the husband of the goddess of fortune, is situated in everyone's heart and is worshiped through the various names and forms of the demigods by fruitive workers. *Similarly, a husband represents the Lord as the object of worship for a woman*.

SB 7.11.25 (Narada to Yudhisthira): To render service to the husband, *to be always favorably disposed toward the husband, to be equally well disposed toward the husband's relatives and friends*, and to follow the vows of the husband—these are the four principles to be followed by women described as chaste.

 SB 10.29.24-25 (Lord Krsna to gopis): *The highest religious duty for a woman is to sincerely serve her husband, behave well toward her husband's family and take good care of her children*. Women who desire a good destination in the next life should never abandon a husband who has not fallen from his religious standards, *even if he is obnoxious, unfortunate, old, unintelligent, sickly or poor*. 

I will leave it to you to judge if calling the husband vile, henpecked and foolish to one’s underage son visibly mad at him is actually compatible with seeing him as a representative of the Lord and a supreme demigod, as well as an object of worship, service, and unwavering sweet disposition — even if he is actually obnoxious and foolish. Also, Suruci is definitely a relative of her husband and, as such, per Narada and Lord Krsna above, also must be treated with an equally sweet disposition and good behavior. Finally, calling a co-wife and husband ill names in front of a minor son of yours, even if justified, hardly constitutes “taking good care” him per SB 10.29.24-25.  

So, while I agree that “so much for an ideal Vedic co-wife” might have been too sarcastic — and I do apologize if it was jarring for some of you — this doesn’t change the fact that her calling her husband and co-wife in front of Dhruva ill names is off limits for a Vedic wife, per above quotes.

4.8.21-23: As a result, even though Suniti supported Suruci’s instructions, glorified the Lord and encouraged Dhruva to worship him, Dhruva still could not get rid of his vengeance on the way to the forest, as pointed out by Srila Prabhupada in SB 4.9.23. 

This is another part of point 5, in which I cite Jiva Gosvami in Bhakti-sandarbha 203, where he defines a siksa-guru by his ability to enlighten people afflicted by such emotions as anger: “The speaker is the best guru if he enlightens people filled with lust and anger, misers and depressed persons when they hear him.” (translation by Bhanu Swami: kāma-krodhādi-yukto’pi kṛpaṇo’pi viṣādavān | śrutvā vikāśam āyāti sa vaktā paramo guruḥ ||) The fact, however, that Dhruva was still afflicted by anger and vengeance on the way to the forest indicates that Suniti was not able to free him from anger by her instructions, or maybe didn’t actually intend to.

The last point may be corroborated by Srila Prabhupada’s purport on 4.9.23 in which he specifies that Dhruva’s revenge was directed at Suruci, not at his father: 

“Dhruva Mahārāja came to the forest to search out the Supreme Personality of Godhead with a revenging spirit against his stepmother. … Because of having insulted Dhruva Mahārāja, Suruci would become mad upon the death of her son and would enter a forest fire, and thus her life would be ended. This was specifically mentioned by the Lord to Dhruva because he was determined for revenge against her”.

Thus Uttanapada was not punished by the Lord for his misbehavior towards Dhruva. However, Suniti in her instructions to Dhruva called Uttanapada thrice as many ill names as her co-wife — which is not commensurate with his or Suruci's actual degree of guilt or malice.     

Finally in 4.8.24: Maitreya significantly says that Suniti’s words were arthāgamaṁ vacaḥ, which Srila Prabhupada translates as “the instruction of Dhruva Mahārāja's mother, Sunīti, was actually meant for fulfilling his desired objective” — which happens to be, quite determinedly, to take revenge on Suruci. 

In other words, while I agree that “vengeance“ might be reading a bit too much into Visvanatha Cakravarti’s commentary on 4.8.20 — and maybe anger and or even disrespect would be a better descriptor — I hope you agree that this is not inconsistent with the narrative, and is something definitely not expected of a Vedic wife, however you name it.
   
Now, some of your expressed concern that Suniti is being used a model for Vaisnavis in ISKCON and my comment runs contrary to that role of hers. Accepting that she did call her husband and co-wife what Visvanatha Cakravarti says she did, one may remember that SB is full of examples of great personalities and even devotees showing occasional or even periodic lapses of temperament and judgement, displaying lust, or vengeance, or anger, or jealousy, or hatred, but who are still considered great personalities no less or even greater than Suniti.  I won’t name them for fear of being blasted for offending them too, but you know them well. )) 

One reason could be that SB characters, including great devotees, sometimes act as archetypes for certain human traits and frailties, but then direct those of us actually affected by such faults towards the best remedy, devotional service to the Lord, just as Suniti herself does and tells Dhruva to. So we can still take inspiration from them in spite or even because of how they display and then overcome weakness by serving the Lord.       

One example could be that of Diti — another great personality — who definitely wanted to take vengeance on her nephew Indra by worshipping the Lord and who therefore earned the following reprimand from her husband Kasyapa in 6.18.41:

śarat-padmotsavaṁ vaktraṁ
vacaś ca śravaṇāmṛtam
hṛdayaṁ kṣura-dhārābhaṁ
strīṇāṁ ko veda ceṣṭitam

 “A woman's face is as attractive and beautiful as a blossoming lotus flower during autumn. Her words are very sweet, and they give pleasure to the ear, but if we study a woman's heart, we can understand it to be extremely sharp, like the blade of a razor. In these circumstances, who could understand the dealings of a woman?”

I will leave it to those of you who are more familiar with both dharma-sastras, stri-dharma and women’s psychology to judge if and to what extent Kasyapa's statement about Diti is applicable to Suniti and other great ladies in SB.  

But, coming back to my original point, the statement about Suniti was made as one possible explanation why she could not serve as Dhruva’s diksa-guru, among other such explanations.

I hope this satisfies some of your concerns — but it definitely does not satisfied my anxiety of having just spent four hours writing this response that I could have and should have spent on a much more important and consequential discussion, which is not delayed even further, as tomorrow morning I am catching a train to my next destination, and, as I said, I won’t be able to participate in this discussion for two weeks from October 29 onwards. 

So, before anyone jumps on this response to tear it apart, I won’t be baited again into yet another cycle of Suniti’s profiling. Thank you for your understanding. I might not even check the chat till then, and ask your apologies for my absence — and only for that. ))

your servant,
Madana-mohan das   

PS. Please disregard typos and forgive for lack of formatting.
10/27/20, 01:20 - Madan Mohan Das Gbc Deputy Whatsapp: On a second thought, while I am working on delineating Srila Prabupada's instructions as a self-sufficient pramana, — and not relinquishing my conviction that his instructions can and should be relied upon by themselves — it might be helpful to post here several pramanas for VDG from sastra and sadhus.

*Sastra* 

From Guru: The Principle, Not the Body: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LxiVjTxCVLX8qSQybXoBjxPo_DEcqgOJVHxwsjZu_wU/edit#heading=h.8igyrphkbad8 

1. SB 10.53 describes Rukmini receiving a mantra for worshiping Ambika from elderly wives of brahmanas:


In Chapter 53 of the Tenth Canto Rukmiṇī Devī received a mantra for worshiping Goddess Bhavānī, or Durgā, from elderly wives of brāhmaṇas, who also taught and guided Rukmiṇī in the ritual of worship itself:

nānopahāra balibhir vāramukhyāḥ sahasraśaḥ
srag-gandha-vastrābharaṇair dvija-patnyaḥ sv-alaṅkṛtāḥ (42)

gāyantyaś ca stuvantaś ca gāyakā vādya-vādakāḥ
parivārya vadhūṁ jagmuḥ sūta-māgadha-vandinaḥ (43)

Behind the bride followed thousands of prominent courtesans bearing various offerings and presents, along with well-adorned brāhmaṇas' wives singing and reciting prayers and bearing gifts of garlands, scents, clothing and jewelry. There were also professional singers, musicians, bards, chroniclers and heralds. 

āsādya devī-sadanaṁ dhauta-pāda-karāmbujā
upaspṛśya śuciḥ śāntā praviveśāmbikānṭīkām (44)
 
Upon reaching the goddess's temple, Rukmiṇī first washed her lotus feet and hands and then sipped water for purification. Thus sanctified and peaceful, she came into the presence of mother Ambikā. (44)

tāṁ vai pravayaso bālāṁ vidhi-jñā vipra-yoṣitaḥ
bhavānīṁ vandayāṁ cakrur bhava-patnīṁ bhavānvitām (45)

The older wives of brāhmaṇas, expert in the knowledge of rituals, led young Rukmiṇī in offering respects to Bhavānī, who appeared with her consort, Lord Bhava. 

Jīva Gosvāmī comments: “The elderly women also taught her the mantra in the next verse. They had also realized the mantra.”

namasye tvāmbike 'bhīkṣṇaṁ sva-santāna-yutāṁ śivām
bhūyāt patir me bhagavān kṛṣṇas tad anumodatām (46)

[Princess Rukmiṇī prayed:] “O mother Ambikā, wife of Lord Siva, I repeatedly offer my obeisances unto you, together with your children. May Lord Kṛṣṇa become my husband. Please grant this!”

adbhir gandhākṣatair dhūpair vāsaḥ-sraṅ-mālya bhūṣaṇaiḥ
nānopahāra-balibhiḥ pradīpāvalibhiḥ pṛthak (47)

vipra-striyaḥ patimatīs tathā taiḥ samapūjayat
lavaṇāpūpa-tāmbūla-kaṇṭha-sūtra-phalekṣubhiḥ (48)

Rukmiṇī worshiped the goddess with water, scents, whole grains, incense, clothing, garlands, ornaments such as jeweled necklaces, and other prescribed offerings and gifts, and also with arrays of lamps. The married brāhmaṇa women each performed worship simultaneously with the same items, also offering savories and cakes, prepared betel nut, auspicious beaded necklaces, fruit and sugarcane.

tasyai striyas tāḥ pradaduḥ śeṣāṁ yuyujur āśiṣaḥ
tābhyo devyai namaś cakre śeṣāṁ ca jagṛhe vadhūḥ (49)

The ladies gave the bride the remnants of the offerings and then blessed her. She in turn bowed down to them and the deity and accepted the remnants as prasādam.

Although the elderly brāhmaṇīs apparently did not perform a Vaiṣṇava dīkṣā, they nevertheless did initiatie Rukmiṇī into the ritual of worshipping Goddess Bhavānī and into the chanting of the mantra required for the worship. Jīva Gosvāmī explains that the mantra was revealed to them, or realized by them (tāsām eva draṣṭṛtvaṁ labhyate). The ladies then took part in the worship alongside Rukmiṇī and at its conclusion offered her prasāda and blessings. 

In other words, the brāhmaṇas’ wives by themselves and independently of their husbands performed all the brahminical functions, including instructions, worship, blessings and, yes, initiation into worship for Lord Kṛṣṇa’s eternal consort, Rukmiṇī — contrary to your notion that “in Kṛṣṇa’s Vedic culture there were brahmanis (wives of brāhmaṇas), but they never took the position of dīkṣā-guru.” (VNP 35)

2. Gopis seeking initiation from Paurnamasi's initiated disciple Nandimukhi:


In his book Muktā-carita Raghunātha Dāsa Gosvāmī writes of Lord Kṛṣṇa's conversation with Satyabhāmā in Dvārakā, in which Lord Kṛṣṇa tells her about His earlier pearl pastime with the gopis in Vraja. In the course of the pastime the gopis: 

refer to Nāndīmukhī as an initiated disciple of Paurṇamāsī: (śrī-bhagavatī-pāda-padma- siddha-mantra-śiṣyā, literally "a disciple into the siddha-mantra at the lotus feet of Śrī Bhagavatī, [i.e. Paurṇamāsī].")
 
express their intention to get initiated by Nāndīmukhī: (-nāndīmukhī-sakāśāt siddha-mantram ekam ādāya kathaṁ na tathodyamaḥ kriyate?, literally "having received the same siddha-mantra from Nāndīmukhī, why don't we endeavor for the same [result]?")


and actually approach Nāndīmukhī with this request. 

You may try to dismiss this as not a historical account. However, there are three options here: 

Option 1: Raghunātha Dāsa Gosvāmī documented an actual conversation between Lord Kṛṣṇa and Satyabhāmā in Dvārakā, in which Lord Kṛṣṇa spoke of the actual, historical pearl pastime. 

Option 2: Raghunātha Dāsa Gosvāmī documented an actual conversation between Lord Kṛṣṇa and Satyabhāmā in Dvārakā, in which Lord Kṛṣṇa invented either the entire pearl pastime, which never happened in reality, or parts of it. 

Option 3: Muktā-carita is a purely fictional narrative. There was actually no such conversation between Lord Kṛṣṇa and Satyabhāmā in Dvārakā, nor the pearl pastime in Vraja. 

Since our Gauḍīya-Vaiṣṇava siddhanta and Śrīla Prabhupāda's teaching place strong emphasis on mukhya-vṛtti (literal interpretation) over and above gauṇa-vrtti and lakṣaṇā-vṛtti (indirect or figurative interpretations), we naturally favor option 1 by accepting Lord Kṛṣṇa's words to Satyabhāmā described by the Gosvāmī as literal. In other words, we believe that there was an actual conversation between Lord Kṛṣṇa and Satyabhāmā in Dvārakā, in which Lord Kṛṣṇa spoke of the actual, historical pearl pastime. However, let us examine all the three options. 

Option 1: We should note that, while most of Muktā-carita indeed consists of Lord Kṛṣṇa's joking with the gopis, the early part of it contains a prelude to the humorous exchange. This prelude, being told by Lord Kṛṣṇa to Satyabhāmā, is to be accepted literally. 

Therefore, if one accepts that Raghunātha Dāsa Gosvāmī's Muktā-carita describes actual, historical events in Kṛṣṇa's pastimes in Vraja, then one has to accept that Paurṇamāsī initiated Nāndīmukhī, that the gopis approached Nāndīmukhī for initiation, and that thus women initiating was an accepted social norm in Vraja. In other words, it is not only in jest that initiations from women are mentioned in Mukta-carita. 

Moreover, there is little logical ground to dismiss later references to the possibility of initiation from women in the course of humorous exchange between Lord Kṛṣṇa and the gopis as made in jest, unrelated or contrary to the accepted social norms in Vrndavana. By the same token, one may just as well dismiss Lord Kṛṣṇa's numerous words of eulogy of or romantic interest in the gopis during the same exchange as spoken in jest only. 

Therefore, rather than challenging Bhaguri-muni's position as a dīkṣā-guru of Vrajavasis, these references, in or outside of the joking exchange, simply show that women also initiate in Vraja – albeit "not so many". 

Option 2: If we assume that Lord Kṛṣṇa in His historical conversation with Satyabhāmā simply invented the pearl pastime or its parts, we also have to admit that, in the absence of definitive statement to this effect by the śāstra or ācāryas, we have no means of verifying the correctness of our assumption. This leaves us with no conclusion other than that Lord Kṛṣṇa chose to speak of women initiating as an accepted social norm in Vraja, for whatever reason, and that we have to accept His words as a normative dharma unless interpreted otherwise by guru, sadhus, or śāstra. 

Option 3: If we consider Muktā-carita a mere fictional narrative rather than a "historical statement", we are still led to assume that its references to women initiating simply indicate that Raghunātha Dāsa Gosvāmī did not see the function of dīkṣā-guru as something wrong or non-Vedic for women.
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